The Population Problem on St. Vincent by Laufer, Deborah
University of Massachusetts Amherst
ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst
Research Report 12: Winward Road: Contributions
to the Anthropology of St. Vincent Anthropology Department Research Reports series
1973
The Population Problem on St. Vincent
Deborah Laufer
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umass.edu/anthro_res_rpt12
Part of the Anthropology Commons
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Anthropology Department Research Reports series at ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Research Report 12: Winward Road: Contributions to the Anthropology of St. Vincent by an authorized
administrator of ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. For more information, please contact scholarworks@library.umass.edu.
Laufer, Deborah, "The Population Problem on St. Vincent" (1973). Research Report 12: Winward Road: Contributions to the
Anthropology of St. Vincent. 10.
Retrieved from https://scholarworks.umass.edu/anthro_res_rpt12/10
I 
I 
I 
i 
i 
I 
I , THE POPULATION PROBLEM ON ST. VINCmT 
Deborah Iauier 
10 1960 Geisert warned that the Caribboan was the only area in 
:~t 'itstern hemisphere that was already overpopulated (1960:1>. With 
l total land area of 86,000 square miles, the population vas just over 
13 "H1iOll; at the same gro\lth rate the popUlation would be 27 lI1il1ion 
~11975, 48 million by the year 2000. St. Vincent exemplifies the preb-
le' being all of the Caribbean islands:an astoniflhing population growth 
~.l tt with neither the land nor the rescurces to support it. 
Three factors are important in assessing the significance of popu-
!!tiO!1 problema: density of population. the rate of growth, and age 
!istrilNtion. In the United States in 1952, each person required two 
d one-half acres arable land to maintain an average standard of Ii ving 
(?lpulation Bulletin 1952:2); in St. Vincent, with only 30,000 acres 
d~r penaanent cultivation and another 20,000 acres under marginal 
cultivation, the ratio is two-three persons per 9.l'able acre. This is 
a v~l1 poor ratio, especially conBideri~g the severely leached, un-
lrrtile nature of the soil. The rate of growth on St. Vincent approaches 
tV!) percent per annum: on an island which already is incapable of supply-
ing jobs or producing sufficient amounts of food for its citizens, this 
nt~ is disturbing. Lastly, the age distribution is weighted heavily 
in favor of non-productive, high-consuming school-age children. At the 
last census, almost 53% of the population was comprised of children 
UDder 14. Considering the accelerating grovth rate, this age distri-
b:Jtion is likely to remain unfavorable. 
A severe problem facing St. Vincent is that it must not only raise 
levels of living but simultaneously provide tor increasing numbers. 
As capital is limited, the population growth means that money must be 
diverted from investment into duplicating existing facilities; i.e., 
consuoptioD, rather than investment, takes precedence (Coale 1958:20) .. 
~e disproportionately large number of children do not produce anythingj 
the resources they consume outveigh any surplus the existing labor force 
could produce.. Other factors limit the potential development of industry 
~'en JIIOre severely: there are limited natural resources; the lnbor force 
is untrained; savings are inadequate for capital formation; and unsettled 
political conditions discourage foreign investment (Geisert 1960:6). In 
~ort, the prospects for industrial development in the near future seem 
blc,1.k. 
St. Vincent is no longer in the hands of colonial powers. In 1969 
St. Vincent became an independent state in association with Great Britain. 
In effect. this meana that locally elected Vincentian officia ls control 
internal affairs; external affairs are still under the control of Great 
~ta1n. Neither of the last two Vincentian governments has made any 
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clear statements about population and birth control; it is not a popular 
issue. At present, the government gives a small grant and tacit approval 
to ~he Planned Parenthood Association. Most of the money which supports 
the Association comes from outside sources; they have neither sufficient 
money nor personnel to cope with the entire population of St. Vincent. 
If any headway is to be made, the government must come out strongly in 
favor of birth control programs and must publicize this approval. 
The remainder of this paper consists of a critical analysis of 
various explanations which have been offered to account for the present 
situation and, in the light of my own data, a discussion of possible 
solutions. 
Historical Etiological Factors 
Several factors have converged to produce the present unstable 
situation in St. Vincent. During the nineteenth century, St. Vincent 
maintained a one-crop economy, oriented to~ards the sugar industry. 
Plantation work called tor a large population, and with extre=ely high 
death rates, high birth rates could be supportedj customs and beliefs 
developed to support the high birth rates. By the tUrn of the century, 
the sugar industry had declined and the large population was transformed 
from an asset into a surplus. However, from 1900 until the Great Depres-
sion in 1929-35, large numbers of Vincentians were able to emigrate wher-
ever labor shortages occurred; the large-ocale fluctuations resulting 
from this emigration helped to disguise the emerging population diffi-
culties. The Depression not only put an end to large emigration move-
ments; it also forced many Vincentians already abroad to return home. 
Furthermore, at this time stringent restrictions were placed against ad-
mitting Blacks (particularly unskilled ones) into England. Canada. and 
the United States, the major outlets for Vincentians (Campers 1946). 
While the birth rate in the twentieth century has continued at high 
levels, the mortality rate has sharply declined. Geisert has estimated 
tha t the mortality rate in 1960 was about half that in 1940. At the 
same time there has been a corresponding decrease in infant mortality as 
various diseases have been brought under control, although the intant 
mortality rate is still relatively high. Further contributing to the 
increased birth rate is the fact that gonorrhea, which once produced 
vide-spread sterility, is now largely under control. 
It has frequently been assumed that falling death rates indicate 
an economic change from an agrarian society to a more market-oriented, 
independent, ~banized society. Urbanization, in turn, is thought to 
automatically produce lower birth rates. Coale (1958) bas pointed out 
this is no longer necessarily the case. Through outside intervention 
the death rate can be dramatically lowered in an agrarian socie~y with 
no accompanying industrialization. This certainly has been the case in 
St. Vincent. Moreover, the declining death rates and resulting increase 
in population make economic change and industrialization exceedingly dif-
ficult. 
------ ---="='-- ----=- -
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Patterns of Matil!!, 
Smith (1962) bas stated that there are no uniform mating relations 
throughout the West Indiesj however, certain patterns of mating reoccur 
with enough frequency for typologies to be delineated. Simey (1946: 
82-3) has offered a typology of West Indian family unions: the Christian 
family, faithful concubinage, the companionate family, and the disinte-
grate family. Each of these types has constellations of behavior pat-
terns appropriate to it. The Christian family is comprised of a legally 
married couple and their children, and is of a patriarchal order. Faith-
ful concubinage is also of a patriarchal nature but the union has no 
legal status, although it has been stable for at least three years. 
The companionate family lives for pleasure or convenience for less than 
three yearsj the disintegrate family consists solely of the mother and 
her children, although men may occasionally visit. The role of the 
parents is differently defined in the different types of mating. Only 
in the Christian tamily and in faithful concubinage does the role of the 
father receive any elaboration. 
Henriques (1949) has outlined a similar typology. He retains 
Simey1s first two categories of Christian family and faithful concu-
binage, but changes the names of the second two to the keeper family 
and the maternal, or grandmother, tamily; his criteria for each of 
these types are similar to SimeY ' s.2 
The grandmother, or disintegrate, family, more popularly known as 
the matrifocal family, deserves a certain amount of attention as it 
represents the stereotype of the West/ Indian family. The matrilocal 
family, consisting of grandmother in the pivotal position, her daughter, 
and her daughter's children, i8 thought to result from idiosyncratic 
mating habits of the West Indian male. The male is thought to be, for 
a variety of etiological factors, irresponsible. This means, in con-
crete terms, that the male indiscriminately mates with a large number 
of women and that, if children result from these unions, he is likely 
at some point to abandon both the woman and the children. Actually, 
the women too have been accused of mating indiscriminately in a series 
of consensual unions with no thoughts of marriage. Typically, a woman 
will have her mother raise ch1ldren resulting from temporary unions; she 
mayor may not live in the same househOld. 
Clarke, in a study of family life in Jamaica, has determined a type 
of mating pattern which escaped both Simey and Henriques; she calla this 
the visiting relation, or extra-residential mating. This pattern is the 
most common form of mating in Jamaica and is almost universal in the 
early stage of a union. According to Clarke, the various types of union 
are not exclusive; rather a pattern 1s folloved in which a girl begins 
her mating in an extra-residential ~ion while still living at home with 
her parents. After one or two children, the mother usually forms a con-
sensu~ union, either with the father of her children or with another 
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man. The union can go in one. of many directionsj the couple may remain 
together indefinitely with no change of sta tuB, they may separate, or 
they may ultimately marry. I found this pattern to be very prevalent 
in Biabou, particularly among the poorer class. 
The course each union takes depends on the particular individuals 
involved; however, even more significant in deter.ining the out~Q~P. of 
the oajority of unions is the particular kind of community organization 
present. Clarke has taken a look at three different kinds of Jamaican 
towns and demons trated that the sum of local factors -- economic, demo-
graphic, and social -- weave intricate kinds of community ethos which 
exert an enormous amount of influence over local family patterns. The 
town of Biabou, with its mixture of ecoDomic classes, religiouB affili-
ations. and various levels of educational attainments, i s ,predictably 
enough, represented by a mixture of marriages, consensual unions , and 
extra-res idential matings. 
Simey and Henriques delineate in some detail the nature of a West 
Indian marriage; it is. they advi~e, an economic and not a romantic 
institution (Simey 1946: 87, Henriques 1950:33). A woman, elevated to 
the position of vife. comes to expect concrete evidence of her new status: 
first a large, showy wedding, afterwards a maid, full economic support 
without having to work, paternal support, and a better home. It i8 obvious 
that marriage, f ar from being scorned by "promiscuous, irresponsible ll 
West Indians, is held in such high esteem that the majority of the lower 
classes are unable to nttain such a goal. Harriage in~vitably occurs 
onlYVlen the individuals involved haTe both demonstrated their stability 
by a period of faithful concubinage and reached a certa in economic status; 
invariably, the people who meet these conditions are middle-aged. 
Clarke has also defined marriage as a condition of maturity and a 
particular status; it is not necessarily associated with parenthood 
and family (Clarke 1957)j the presence or absence of children does not 
nocessarily affect the chances for marriage; and. most important, there 
i s no contradiction between marriage as an ideal for older age and early 
consensual unions. 
Explanations of West Indian Mating Patterns 
Several kinds of explanations have been offered to account for the 
kind of a ttitudes and behavior in the West Indies which have resulted 
in the preeent condition of overpopulation. Many authors, espousing the 
view that promiscuous and unstable patterns of mating result in over-
population, have thought it beneficial to try to account for the devel-
opment of these patterns. 
Ericksen, Fox, and Freilich point to slavery in their etiologies 
of promiscuous modes of West Indian family life. According to these 
authors, several kinds of debilitating attitudes developed unchecked 
among the Blacks during their years in bondage. Because the Blacks 
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vere forced to work against their .... i11, they came to prefer leisure 
rather than income. There was no "Calvinistic thrift-work ethic" for 
them. The apathy engendered by this was further enhanced by the male I s 
~bility to protect his wife and children. III health, malnutrition 
and a high death rate were factors facing every slave; a kind of defen-
siTe fatalism developed which placed all responsibility and blame onto 
others. (Fox (1949: 64] suggests that this attitude is still present 
ill the "tendency among them (~est Indians] to expect improvements in 
their condition .... ithout exertion from themselves.") 
Perhaps even more significant was the growing independence of 
the woman. She worked in the fields making her own way; unable to rely 
on the support of a man, she camo not to expect it . Further weakening 
family life was the fact that children of slaves were never considered 
legitimate or illegitimate; they were simply property of the slaveowner. 
Such considerations, therefore, did not become significant to the Black8. 
Smith (1%2) has pointed out that with Emancipation, missionaries 
successfUlly established marriage as a new form of mating. However, 
marriage did not replace the existing forms developed during the period 
of slavery; it oerely became aD acceptable alternative. 
A second kind of explanation of West Indian mating patterns lies 
in the view that the West Indian Black is not subject to moral and reli-
gious restraints and therefore can indulge in promiscuous mating and 
irresponsible parenthood. 
Negroes often show the type o~ conscience which is easily 
externalized and projected on to an institution like the 
church. The lower class Negroes do not seem to suffer the 
severe internal pressures of the middle class group, so 
widespread in white Protestantism. They seem able to an 
extraordinary degree to free themselves from guilt with 
the aid of a highly emotionalized religious service which, 
of course, is able to thunder against sin with all the lurid 
imagery of old-time revivalism ..... Religious institutions, 
in this view, play exactly the opposite role from that usu-
ally ascribed to them in a Puritanical society; instead of 
stressing self-control and bringing pressure toward impulse 
renuncia tion, they aid the individual in increasing his 
daily satisfaction in life by the ceremonies which relieve 
his guilt (Dollard, quoted in Simey 1946 :46). 
'fhis kind of explanation ignores the fact that West Indians are subject 
to moral and religious restraints which function within a local system 
of values; these values are not necessarily analogO~8 to our own system 
of moral and religious restraints. FUrthermore, this kind of explana-
tion is more indicative of the value system ot the theorist than it is 
of an·y explanation of o.erpopu1ation. 
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Henriques and Sirney agree with the view that slavery was the major 
etiological factor in determining some forms of West Indian life; how-
ever, they think that continuing disorganization of the West Indian 
family is due to existing factors of economic and social depression. 
According to this theory, because jobs are scarce and pay little; because 
the Blacks are discriminated against and are unable to get adequate edu-
cation or training; and because of the general poverty of the Caribbean 
islands which accentuates the factors mentioned, the West Indian ~e 
continues to exhibit a fatalistic attitude in which he "lives for now," 
for who knows what lies in store for the future. It is this kind of 
attitude which underlies the characteristic West Indian delight in the 
fete. The fete combines in one event all those things in which the West 
Indian can safely and happily indulge: rum, yomen, music, and talkj the 
fete is the essence of tlliving for now" (Freilich 1961>. 
All of the above theories have one thing in common: they are geared 
towards explaining the preponderance of consensual or extra-residential 
matings in the West Indies. Because this kind of promiscuity is thought 
to result in overpopulntion, it is thought that the key to population 
control is to change attitudes (and/or economics) to enable more people 
to marry younger. 
Let us remember that marriage is generally highly desired as a sign 
of improved economic class, status and respectability; it is not immor-
ality that prevents its prevalence but lack of role-models an~or lack 
of money. With this in mind, the conclusions of stycoa and Back become 
particularly ironic. They discovered in their study of Jamaica that 
fertility in marriage is consistently higher than that in other unions. 
This is due to several factors! as marriage is respectable, children 
are more desirable in marriage than out of it. This is particularly 
true for such religious sects as Fundamentalists, who are qu~ck to damn 
illegitimate children. 
l'.arriage, in other words, is the tlcontext for children." Married 
couples tend to have more money. better houses, an. increased religious 
affiliation, and importantly, a decrease in 7enereal disease (Ibid., 
283). All of these factors are likely to lead to increased fertility. 
Not only do marriages have high fertility, but the average con-
sensual union appears to have low fertility. 49% of the 3,264 unions 
interviewod by Stycos and Back had no live births (Ibid., 145). This 
is due primarily to the fact that there is an. average of one-two years 
interim bct""een unions, and even wi thin unions, exposure to sexual in-
tp:rcourse is less frequent than in marriage due to the extra-residential 
na ture of many of the unions. Tllese facts are confirmed by the findings 
th~t married women in Jamaica age 35-40 have had 6.5 pregnancies, women 
in consensual unions have bad 4.4 pregnancies, and women in visiting re-
lationships have had 3.8 pregnancies. Lorimer (1954:56) has stated that 
by postponing marriage to 25 one reduces fertility by 25% over those 
with early marriages; this is borne out by tbe evidence that East Ind~anB 
in St. Vincent, who marry early, have 5.07 children/union, while Negroes 
have only an average of 4.41/union. Obviously, earlier and more frequent 
marriage is not the an~er to population control in the West Indies. 
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It is to psycho-social factors which we must turn in order to under_ 
stand existing demographic facts. West Indians have been portrayed as 
vanting large families in order to prove the man's virility and the 
voman's femininity. However, in two separate studies (Batt in Geisert 
1960:39; Stycos and Back 1964:22) it wa e diecoTered the ideal family 
size is small. Sty-cos and Back found that 76% of Ja.maican women .... ant 
four or less children as compared with 87% of American women wanting 
four or less. The women I talked with, particularly those .... ith several 
rears of schooling, indicated a similar desire for relatively small 
families. If it is true that West Indian wOIll.en want small families, 
why then is there such a large discrepancy between the ideal and what 
actuall.y occurs? 
Many factors can be seen to intervene between the fact that a girl 
vants a small family and ends up having a large one. Male-female sex 
ethos is certainly one of these. I was told again and again bJ the 
young men in Biabou that a boy became a man 1f someone was "mak1ng his 
baby." "They can no longer joke with me, I am nO\l a man." In a place 
where little money exists and jobs are either nonexistent or distasteful, 
virility stands as one measure of status that cannot be denied. Making 
a girl pregnant can also be seen as evidence of the male image of super-
iority over women. One informant told me that if a girl annoyed him he 
would try to "settle his mind" by making her pregnant. 
Corresponding to the male's attitude of virility is the woman's fear 
of being branded a "mule" because she is sterile. It is important to 
her to bear children, particularly if she ~s truly fond of her man. 
Frequently a girl tries to get pregnant solely to please her boyfriend, 
but as ODe J.nformant said: "These boys who get girls in trouble can't 
afford the babies. Th~ can't even take care of themselves. They 
desert the girls and the bab~es." 
It is wi5e11 believed that the only true love in a man's life is 
his mother. Every other relationship ~ith a woman is based on lust 
and passion." Because it is thought that this is the inevitable nature 
of male-female relationships, men are seldom blamed for their behavior. 
It is more frequently the women who are held re5ponsible for their 
pregnant state. 
Economic factors also influence a woman's desire for children. 
Particularly if the prospects of having a husband to support her are 
dim, she will want a number of children as old-age insurance. Men also, 
though not as frequently, spoke of children as "insurance." 
Perhaps the next most important influences on fertility are ideas 
of health. particularly the "due-number" theory (Stycos and Back 1964: 
22). It is thought that God puts a certain number of children in a 
.... o~'S stomach. and it is her duty to have them all. If she holds back 
all sorts of calamities may befall her, particularly insanity or sick-
ness. tfuen asked how all these babies would be fed the women replied: 
"God. makes mouths; He vill make bread." As a great many children are 
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brought up by their grandmothers, they are exposed to these ideas at a 
very impressionable age; later s chooling is probably not of much influ-
ence in changing such impressions. Several boys told me that they had 
to engage in sexual intercourse because otherwise they mi ght be l ed to 
do llei cklytt things from frustra tion, for instance copula te with an 
animal or with another boy. They also insisted that it would be thoir 
girlfriends' fault if they were led to do such things, and they had in-
tormed their girls of this. 
Let us take a closer look a t the prevailing attitudes toward 
birth control and fertility among a particular group ot west Indi ans 
Vincentians -- to see what light this throws upon the various sol utions 
proposed for the West Indian population problem. 
Biabou 
Although I spent some time with employees of the St. Vincent Planned 
Parenthood Association discussing island-wide attitudes about birth con-
trol, the majori ty ot my time was spent in one village on the Windward 
coast. Therefore , a short discussion of factors which may have influ-
enced my sample seems in order. Biabou is well over 90% Black and in 
my discussion I shall restrict my data .to Blacks. My tieldwork methods 
were determined by the short period of time in the field and the rela-
tively large size of the village. I decided to concentrate upon a few 
informants. Interviews were intensive, but informal. 
Biabou, a lovely village of approximately 1100 people (not includ-
ing outskirts), borders on the Atlantic Ocean. Many of the houses and 
s tores cluster in a small, relatively fla t area near the beach. Moun-
t a ins surround Biabou on three sides; it is in th~s steep mountain range 
that the men of Biabou r aise their crops: primarily bananas, mangoes, 
yams, plantains, and coconuts . 
~lhile Biabou is only about 12 miles from Kingsto\lttl, the capital, 
the roads are not good and transportation is erratic unless one i s rich 
enough to own a carj there are fewer than 12 cars in Biabou. Biabou 
in the past has therefore been fairly well insulated from events taking 
place in the city; however, the existence of r adio and the ever-increasing 
commuting 1nto the city msan that Biabou is subject to increasing exposure 
to external influences. Not all the people in Biabou are equally exposed. 
~~y of the poorest families live high up the mountain sides. Electri-
city has not been extended to these areas. Furthermore, these people 
ar n t he lenst likely to travel to Kingstown for business or other reasons . 
Their present isolation breeds more isola tion. 
The male population of Biabou represents a substantial occupational 
mixture: while the majority of men over 25 are employed in some kind of 
agricultural work, the remainder are divided between men who work in a 
business in the capital, Kingstown, or are semi-professionals in Biabou; 
men who are doing some kind of menial wage labor for the government (e.g., 
paving the roads)j and those who are eitber temporarily or permanently 
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unemployed. Of the ten boys (approximately 15:"20 years old) that I 
talked wi th, six were temorarily unemployed; two older men told me that 
these boys worked only to get enough money to stop working for a while. 
Of the 11 WODleD I interri.ewed, four were eUiployed in seml.-professional 
jobB, three ran general stores, and the remainder occupl.ed their time 
with such nonproductive labor as washing, cooking, and taking care of 
children . There seems to be a pattern where the women with the greatest 
aJDOunt of education aim for higb status jobs while those with little or 
no education have no career aspirations. This pattern 16 not as pre-
,alent among the men, for high status jobs are difficult to get , regard-
less of amount of education: in this sphere, IIlOre opportunities exist 
for women. 
Factors Influencing Attitudes about Fertility and Birth Control 
Biabou is represented by approximately nine different religious 
denominations. There seems to be no correlation between religious de-
nomination and economic class and only a slight correlation between 
education and religious affiliation. More important for th~s study is 
the fact that attitudes to birth control, if influenced at all by reli-
gion, tend to be slightly negative. 
The Fundamentalist sects generally are opposed to birth control, 
even in marriage, which they strongly advocate as the only proper alter-
native to "living in sin," i.e., consensual mating. People belonging to 
FUndamentalist aects are more likely to marry young for purely religious 
reasons whether they can really a'flord to or not. They are just as 
likely to avoid using birth control techniques. 
Only one minister in Biabou, of the Methodist church, haa come 
out strongly in favor of birth control. At the time I was there, it 
vas difficult to assess the influence this man was exerting. The two 
members of the Methodist church I talked with were using some form of 
birth control because of prior contact with the Planned Parenthood 
Association . ,It may be that there is a self-selecting factor at work 
where only those women with favorable attitudes to birth control go to 
hear the Methodist minister. 
I interviewed the minister of the Anglican church, which is the 
largest denomination· in Biabou; he said he was sympathetic to birth 
control, but did not think the pulpit was the place to discuss such 
matters as the church had not made an official stateMent o~ the matter. 
It seems unfortunate that the Anglican Church, with the largest 
constituency in St. Vincent, is not taking advantage of its opportunity 
to disseminate information about birth control. However, as has already 
been mentioned, many women of all religiouB denominations are guided 
in their actions by the IIdue-number" theory of fertility_ It seems 
that the formal dictates of the church, while adhered to verbally, are 
ignored when it comes to actual behavior. 
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The people of Biabou are considered to be better educatod nnd moro 
intelligent than many on the island -- at least by the local rcaidents. 
Until October, 1972 they had no high school but children could continue 
their education after sixth form in the high schools in Kingstown if 
they were accepted . However, several important considerations seem to 
negate the influence that education i6 supposed to have . The elementary 
school in Biabou is lacking in facilities, teachers. and curriculum. 
Children are literally packed into noisy, uncomfortable roomsj they are 
severely disciplined but to I1ttle avail~ On the days that I visited the 
school, I vas unable to hear the teacher above the din of the 1,000 child-
ren in the school. The teachers themselves are often little better educa-
ted than their pupils; many start teaching at 1, years of age. The cur-
riculum, traditional British, seems grossly inappropriate in this tropi-
cal setting. 
Ahtougb the school ~s free, some mothers vill not send their child-
ren because they cannot afford shoes, or a pencil, or lunch for the 
child. On my walks up the mountain side, or "up the village II as it lS 
more commonly known, I met two ot these women. They told me that Bchool 
was useless, a waste, and at any rate they needed their children at home. 
The principal of the scbool in Biabou suggested that these women have 
such a bad attitude because they are "poor and ignorant." There is lit-
tle that can be done to force recalcitrallt mothers to send their children 
to school. It is usually just these children who would benefit most from 
exposure to different life-styles than their parents' . 
On the outskirts of Biabou and in the mountains, or "up the village,tI 
live the poorest people. These people usually live in one-room wooden 
shacks with no electricity or running water; the cooking facilities and 
toilet are outside. These are the peoplo who are accused by the more 
affluent residents of having promiscuous sexual relations and of over-
populating the island. There is a certain amount of truth to these 
charges. The poor are victims ot a vicious cycle; marriage is impossible 
economicallYj neither the cen nor the women have employable skills and 
the men prefer to loaf rather than do tiresome, boring work on the roads. 
The mothers are ashamed, or too defiant, to send the children to schoolj 
so they continue in the only lite-style they have ever known. The boy 
has no role-model tor fatherj he grows up dependent solely on his mother 
or grandmother, and it is this relationship which remains all-important 
for lifej even after a man has establiShed consensual unions his love and 
first responsibility is his mother; not his woman, not his children . 
The girl, in turn, is looking for a man to support her; one means 
of doing this is to have his baby. If the first man leaves, she looks 
for a second and has his baby -- and 60 the pattern goes. Although this 
pattern can occur among the rich, it is not so inevitable . 
One factor which has been cited to explain the unimportance of the 
father role in family life is malnutrition. The Vinccntian diet consists 
mostly of stexchy toads; no one starves because most of these foods grow 
along the roadside and are easily stolen. However, they lack the neces-
sary protein for a suffiCiently balanced diet. Great emphasis has been 
-53-
laid on the absence of family meals, due to the fact that the people, 
always in a state of protein hunger, are obsessed by the thought of 
food and eat when and where they can. This absence of family meals is, 
in turn, thought to denigrate the importance of family. 
I found it difficult to assess the validity of this idea. How-
ever, it appears that malnutrition does have an effect on attitudes 
toward limiting family size. Malnutrition has been an important factor 
in producing the relatively large child mortality rate. In 1969, with 
a mortality total of 908 deaths on st. Vincent, 107 of these were child--
ren under five who died from malnutrition. Another 110 children died 
from gastroenteritis which may have resulted from malnutrition. The 
people of Biabou, sharing the island-wide diet, are likely to suffer 
from the effects of a certain amount of malnutrition. The resultant 
high child mortality rate leads to the desire to have many children, 
"just in casell several of them die. 
Rural and urban attitudes to birth control are likely to differ; 
however, as I vas unable to acquire any data on urban women. I shall not 
deal with this factor in this paper. 
Attitudes toward Birth Control 
Several psychological factors are responsible for the fact that 
prevailing attitudes to birth control among men and women differ. There 
is a definite tenden/cy for women to be more favorable to birth control 
than men. One reason for this is the male's desire to have control over 
hiB woman. This attitude among the men seems to stem from an underlying 
current of hostility between the sexes. My research indicated the pre-
sence of male jealousy toward females, which appears to result from a 
variety of sources. 
Most important among these is the male's lifelong dependence on 
his mother. In families where the father is absent, either temporarily 
or permanently, the mother provides love and food, but also is the sole 
source of discipline. A certain amount of resentment between mother and 
Bon is bound to occur. FUrthermore, joung boys growing up in their 
mother's household frequently have no male models to emulate; with no 
healthy ~ather-role or husband-role model to emulate, the boy is usually 
unable to develop such a role for himself when he grows up. 
Another factor contributing to male jealousy is that the men on St. 
Vincent are seldom able to provide ~or their families. Frequently, the 
only jobs available are agricultural jobs; but agricultural jobs omack 
of plantations and white supremacy, and younger Vincentians would prefer 
not to work at all than to take one of these demeaning jobs. Women, on 
the other hand, are almost always able to find some means of employment 
if they so desire; many women are thererore called upon to support their 
man. 
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While the facts indicate that Vincentinn males are dependent upon 
women both emotionally and economically, this is not borne out in pre-
vailing attitudes about the sexes. Men endeavor to maintain a psycho-
logical and physical superiority over women, aud the women do not put 
up much resistance. One informant, a 16-year-old girl, confided to me 
that Vincentian girls were much smarter and more able than the boys. 
Yet when I asked if she thought it were true that men should be able 
to control the actions of their women, she agreed whOieheartedly. 
One outcome of the male's desire to control his woman is his dis-
approval of contraceptives. Contracept~ve6 are frequently a6soc~ated 
with prostitution, 60 men often fear 1nfidelity of their women if they 
are using a birth control device. A man may want to keep his woman from 
workl.ng so he will get her pregnant every year as a mellIJS of keeping her 
in the house. Another negative influence on a man 1 s attitude towards 
b~rth control is the fact that the most widely known birth control de-
vice is the condom, which must be used by the ~a1e. I was told many 
times that men dislike the condom because it interferes with their free-
dom, and rather than use it, would prefer not to use anything. 
Unless married , or in a stable consensual union, a man is not sad-
dled with the responsibility of raising children; therefore, having 
children poses fev problems for the ma~e. Usually, in each union that 
he forms, a man desires the woman to have his baby, regardless of whether 
she has children from a previous union. Blake (quoted in Geisert 1960: 
40) found in 1955 that 85% of Caribbean women entered more than one con-
sensual union, 51% more than two, and 27% more than three. With a pro-
clivity, or at ieast the desire, to reproduce at least one child for 
each mate, the use of birth control in these unions often depends on 
whether or not the woman has a child from her current mate. 
Stycos and Back (1964:22) discovered that a certain amount of 
inconsistency exists between the ideal family size, usually three-four 
children, and the conception of a large family, about 12 children; and 
an average family size, about eight children. This inconsistency in 
perception allows for a large margin of toleration of deviation from 
the ideal fam~ly size. In other .,/OrdS, although a woman m~ght want 
t.~ee children t if she has eight she still considers her family size 
as av.:rage. 
Quite obviously, the desire for amnli famiiiea, although encorag-
ing, is not enough. Knowledge of birth control techniques must accom-
pn.ny the desire for controlling births. Geisert (1960:42) found that 
a! t.h~ugh knowledge of birth control is widespread, often no specific 
tecbnique~ are known. stycos and Back also found that even a favorable 
attitude to birth control could be rended irrelevant if specific tech-
niques were not readily available . Froo my fieldwork t it vas evident 
that although attitudes to birth control were more -favorable after a 
woman had had a large number of children, there was not necessarily a 
corresponding increase in knowledge of birth control methods. 
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Knowledge of abortion does exist in Biabau. Two methods used are 
a homemade concoction of Clorox and other ingredients, which is then 
drunkj the other is to have someone jump on the pregnant girl's sto-
match. Needless to say, both of these methods are frightening; most 
girls would prefer not to resort to them. One informant mentioned that 
it is usually very poor illiterate girls with either no previous child-
ren, or alternatively with several children, who resort to these "bush" 
abortions. 
One of the doctors on the island told me that abortions are illegal 
but they will be performed if a doctor recommends one. The same doctor 
mentioned that the abortion would cost nothing; yet three girls in Bia-
bou told me that abortions performed by doctors were expensive and few 
girls could afford them. I was unable to determine which story was ac-
curate. 
Several employees of the st. Vincent Planned Parenthood Association 
discussed with me the problems they were having in disseminating infor-
mation and birth control devices. Women are frequently reluctant to 
come to the clinic, particularly if their boyfriend disapproves. How-
ever, in 1970, the total number of users of some form of birth control 
was 3,244, a significant increase over the total in 1969, 2,~18. The 
clinic personnel credit this increase to their policy of home visits, 
which they make in hopes that they will reach all the women who, for one 
reason or another, will not come to the clinic in Kingstown. . 
In the villages, a~ecial effort is made to reach the young un-
married girls, as it is thought that they are the key to population 
control. This, as we have seen, is not necessarily the case. The clinic 
employs a wide variety of contraceptive devices; they c~rge a minimal 
amount for these supplies so that people will feel they are "worth some-
thing." However, if an individual cannot pay at all she is given free 
supplies. The clinic workers make follow-up visits to the homes to help 
with problems and answer further questions. They also distribute movies 
about birth control which are shown in the villages (much to the delight 
of village youths, who compose obscene calypso songs to accompany the 
movies) • 
The clinic staff does not usually run into open resistance. How-
ever, even with the home Visits, they are not effectively reaching a 
wide audience. I was told that a lot of the women hide when the birth 
control worker comes around. Furthermore, even among thoBe women who 
take some precautionary measures, there seems to be a lack of understand-
ing about how the various techniques really work. Efforts at birth con-
trol are often too erratic for them to have any effect. I was told that 
some women were ashamed to admit that they did not understand the birth 
control procedure and would lie about understanding; they would take 
one pill and think that that was enough. This kind of behavior led. to 
the rumor frequently circulated in Biabou that the p1ll makes one pregnant. 
The problem therefore would seem to be not to get women to use birth 
control devices, but to get them to use them regularly. Positive knowledge 
and effective use of birth control devices would bave the effect of re-
moving many of the fears women have about these methods. 
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Conclusions 
The outlook for the Vincentian population problem seems b~eak. In 
order to effectively practice birth control, certain prerequisites are 
needed: the desire for a small family, knowledge of birth control, a 
favorable attitude to birth control, availability of birth control, and 
no, or few, contradictory factors (Stycos and Back 1964:35). 
However, we have seen that the desire for a small family, which 
exists to some extent, is counteracted by many intervening var~ables. 
Knowledge of birth control techniques is often distorted, thereby af-
fecting general attitudes toward birth control in a negative way. The 
Planned Parenthood Association has been unable to cope with these fac-
tors successfully, and they will probably remain unsuccessfUl untiL the 
government throws some support behind them. 
The existing male-female sex ethos results in the desire, on the 
part of both sexes, to have babies. Education seems to have some effect 
on altering these trad1tional goals but this effect is limited, in part 
because few people receive enough education to enable them to improve 
their economic status and thereby acquire new goals, and in part because 
it is usually those people who produce the greatest number of children 
who receive no education at all. 
Perhaps the only way in which Vincentian attitudes to birth control 
and fertil.ity can be permanently changed would be through a major alter-
ation and re-arrangement of the economy and education system. This pros-
pect looks doubtful a t present. Not enough flat land exists on ' St. Vin-
cent to build a major airport; without access for jets and materials, 
major companies do not think it worthwhile to invest in industrialization 
in st .. Vincent. 
Likewise, the tourist industry is unlikely to develop as it has in 
other Caribbean islands without access to the major airlines. FUrther-
more, Vincentians are not altogether sure that they want St. Vincent to 
become a mecca for tourists. 
Emigration is no longer the panacea it once was. Nearly every per-
son under 25 that I talked to wanted to emigrate to the United States, 
Canada, or England. Not nearly enough visas will be granted to satisfy 
even a fraction of the number who want to go. The main effect of emigra-
tion is to drain the country of skilled workers. At any rate, because of 
the small numbers involved in emigration, and the resulting large number 
of child-bearing women left behind in St. Vincent, emigration has very 
little impact on actual birthrate. 
The population problem is one which should take priority over other 
issues, for the incre36ing population accentuates all the other problems 
with which the government must deal. Vincentians may have inherited some 
of their problema fro= colonial powers; nevertheless, they are left with 
the problems. Their understandable reluctance to allo~ for extensive 
foreign intervention means that they must shoulder more responsibility 
in alleViating the population problema facing them. 
1 
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NOTES 
!!!r Population Birth P.ate Live Births 
19'16 61,647 
1960 79,948 40/1000 (crude) 
1966 90,272 42.2/1000 (crude) 
1968 92,687 36.0/1000 (actual) 3,324 
1969 94,451 33.9 (actual) 3,199 
Growth Rate as of 1962: 2%/annum 
These statistics were quoted in: Demographic Yearbook 1968; Population 
Bulletin 1952; Ericksen 1962; and the St. V~ncent Planned Parenthood 
Association Annual Report 1970. 
2Freilich (1961) has taken a different approach to family patterns in 
Trinidad. He makes no distinction between legal and common-law (con-
sensual) marriage as they are "structurally and functionally the same." 
However, I found th1B distinction to be useful in my research on St. 
Vincenti therefore, I adhere to Simey's and Henriques' distinction. 
Furthermore, Freilich concluded that marriage among the people he 
studied is regarded as a temporary union; th1S is definitely not the 
case in tit. Vincent a // 
• 
